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Colombia's civil war has taken 40,0000 lives during the past decade, and the violence is so pervasive
that a growing number of families employ bodyguards and buy bullet-proof vests for their children.
Although violence has become all too common, the deaths of six schoolchildren in mid-August
outraged the country and brought a new cry for an end to the killing. It also brought more questions
about the record US$1.3 billion in mostly military aid from the US.
On Aug. 15, about 60 schoolchildren, accompanied by several teachers and parents, went on an
outing near the mountainous village of Pueblo Rico, 100 km from Medellin in the northwestern
province of Antioquia. Suddenly gunfire erupted, and when it stopped six children were dead and
five others wounded.
At first, the military blamed the guerrillas of the Ejercito de Liberacion Nacional (ELN). Regional
Army commander Gen. Eduardo Herrera said the rebels had mixed with the children, using them
as "human shields." He said the children were killed in the cross fire between the military and the
rebels. "No Colombian could think that soldiers would see a group of children between eight and 10
years old and fire on them," said Army chief Gen Jorge Enrique Mora. "That's absurd.
The guerrillas mixed in with a group of children, they went behind the group, [and] the army did
not see them during the exchange of gunfire." Survivors told a different story, however. They said
that no battle had occurred, that no guerrillas had been in the area, and that the soldiers opened fire
without provocation.
Maria Girlesa Villegas, a government human rights worker, said the children were hit by bullets
and shrapnel. She said one girl had six bullet wounds in her body. "First-hand accounts said they
[the army] were shooting at them for around 45 minutes....A 12-year-old child told me he had seen
soldiers but no guerrillas," said Villegas. "When I shouted to the army not to shoot because these
were school children, they shot even more," said Hernando Higuita, husband of one of the teachers.
"Afterward soldiers were crying saying they had committed a terrible mistake and had killed the
children."
Higuita said he would file a formal complaint with local prosecutors. He also asked for police
protection, saying he feared for his life for speaking out about what happened. By Aug. 18, the
government and the military had admitted that the students' deaths may have been caused by
"human error," but a government spokesperson said civilian investigators had not yet determined
whether the incident was the result of honest confusion or negligence. "This is not a human rights
violation but a possible human error," said Defense Minister Luis Fernando Ramirez.
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Amid charges that the army was mounting a cover-up, President Andres Pastrana vowed to find the
truth. He ordered an investigation into the shooting and promised to monitor the inquiry himself.
The government said that 43 investigators from three government agencies have been assigned to
the case and forensic specialists had been sent to Pueblo Rico.
Local media reported that a military court has suspended the 41 soldiers and officers involved in
the incident pending the outcome of the investigation. Pastrana called for an immediate cease-fire
in the decades-old conflict. "In memory of these little ones, we must immediately sign a cease-fire
and an end to hostilities, out of respect for the lives and the well-being of all Colombians," said the
president.
US State Department spokesman Philip Reeker said on Aug. 16 that the US was appalled by the
children's deaths, and he called "on all sides of the conflict to obey international humanitarian law."

Human rights criteria waived in aid package
The deaths of the school children occurred at a particularly delicate time for Pastrana, who is
preparing for US President Bill Clinton's six-hour visit on Aug. 30. Just two months ago, the
US Congress approved US$1.3 billion to help Colombia fight the drug trade and the guerrillas.
After strong lobbying by human rights groups, Washington conditioned the aid on human rights
progress. But the final version of the bill gave the administration the authority to sign a waiver of the
human rights prerequisites, on the grounds of "national interests."
The shootings brought strong condemnation from human rights organizations and questions about
the US aid. Jose Miguel Vivanco, director of Human Rights Watch/Americas, said the incident "goes
straight to the heart of the issue, which is the abuse of the armed forces, including attacks on the
civilian population."
Vivanco added, "I don't think Colombia qualifies at this stage for US military support." HRW said
it had recently met with State Department representatives to discuss Colombia's failure to fulfill
the requirements. "Not a single one of the five human rights provisions contained in the legislation
has been satisfied," said Vivanco. "A waiver that ignores Colombia's dismal human rights situation
would send a clear message to the Colombian government and its security forces that the US
commitment to human rights does not go beyond rhetoric."
Nevertheless, Secretary of State Madeleine Albright, returning from a trip to Latin America to argue
for regional support for Plan Colombia, which will be partially funded by the US aid, recommended
releasing the money. On Aug. 22, White House spokesman Jake Siewert said Clinton had signed
a "partial certification," plus a national-interests waiver on the unmet conditions, to release the
aid, which the administration says is essential to its anti-drug efforts. Clinton denied he was
sacrificing human rights for money, saying the funds would combat drug trafficking and alleviate
social problems in the country. "What I did was to permit Plan Colombia to go forward and to be
implemented because I'm convinced that the president [Pastrana] is committed to the proper course
in human rights," Clinton said.
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Clinton's decision was strongly criticized by Democrats in Congress. Sen. Paul Wellstone (D-MN)
said the waiver was a "profound mistake" and sends a "dangerous message" to Colombia that the
US is not really committed to human rights. "These conditions are nothing more than what the
Colombian government said they were prepared to do, and it is not too much to ask, given the risks
involved and the amount they are asking us to provide," said Sen. Patrick Leahy (D- VT). "We need
to see a consistent good faith effort [to curb human rights abuses], and we don't even see that."

Nongovernmental organizations refuse US money
On a recent trip to Colombia, US Undersecretary of State Thomas Pickering said Pastrana's Plan
Colombia would rely on Colombian human rights and other nongovernmental organizations
(NGOs) for advice on how to spend some of the aid money.
On Aug. 11, a coalition of 37 NGOs rejected US appeals to support Plan Colombia, saying it would
spend too much on the military and not enough on social problems. "We have ethical and political
difficulties receiving aid from this program," said Fernan Gonzalez, director of the Jesuit-run
Centro de Investigacion y Educacion Popular (CINEP). "Under these conditions, we would not
accept the resources the program will provide." The group's statement said the aid "will not resolve
Colombia's drug problems" because it is based exclusively on a strategy to fight drugs not on the
country's social problems and the causes of the armed conflict.
Jorge Rojas, director of the Agency for Human Rights and the Displaced, said Plan Colombia
threatens the peace process. He said his organization would reject any money offered by
Washington as part of the plan. "How can Washington say that the human rights problem is still
serious and then send more money that will worsen the situation?" Rojas asked.
Juan Manuel Urrutia, director of the Colombian Family Welfare Institute, said the country is
suffering "a demonic and demented escalation of the conflict, and, since 40% of the population
are children, children are increasingly affected." He added, "The only solution is not to take the
children out of the conflict, but to take the conflict out of Colombia." [Sources: CNN, 08/17/00;
Associated Press, 08/15/00, 08/16/00, 08/18/00; Inter Press Service, 08/18/00; The Miami Herald,
08/16/00, 08/17/00, 08/19/00; The New York Times, 08/20/00; Notimex, 08/16/00, 08/17/00, 08/19/00,
08/21/00; Spanish news service EFE, 08/16/00, 08/18/00, 08/20/00, 08/21/00; El Tiempo (Colombia),
08/22/00; Reuters, 08/16/00, 08/18/00, 08/22/00, 08/23/00]
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